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THE succss OF ANY GOOD IDEA depends largely upoil those ~t-ho 
are charged with its imple~nel~~;itio~~. \ . \ 'hcl~ the Civil t4'orks 
Administration of the New Deal ul~dertook a survey of Pennsyl- 
vania state and local records i11 1933-34. Francis S. Philbrick, a 
University of Pennsylvania was inspired to propose a 
more cum prehensivc nationwide ~ V O ~ ~ * ~ I I I I .  But i t  was the 
genius of Luther Evans that ts7r.as responsible in 1935 for launch- 
ing the Historical Records Survey (HRS). Operating 011 the 
basis of a presidential letter that placed him iuitklly in the 
Women's and Professional Division of the Works Progress Ad. 

'ministration, Evans and his staff created a hierarchical system of 
records description and centralized editorial n~nkrol  hat even 
today has no peer. It icqorked because the forms and proce- 
dures they developed were simple and logical and because the 
supervisory personnel they chose in the states ullirnately. if not 
originally, were able people who in their own right cotltributed 
by refining and improving the instructions received from the 
central office. 

In Maryland, for instance, Evans had difficulty at Arsc in 
finding someone to direct the survey in conk)rnli~y with his 
directives. Although the Maryland HRS was begun in February 
1936, by ,November it was clear that virtually no progress had 
been made toward its initial goal which was to inve~~tory county 
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recorcls. Ct'tict~ the 11cw director, W'.altcr F. Xieyer, filed his first 
progress report in Fe'ebl-uary 1 ~ 1 ~ 7 ,  h e  exp~ained to Evans that i l l  

the p~.cvious ),ear 2 2 . 0 0 0  i l ~ v e ; ~ t o r ~  f o r ~ n s  had been completed, 
I ~ u t  all \\*ere "IN) good or near useless."* In effect Meyer and his 
seco~ltI-ii~-co~nrn:~ild, Morris L. Radoff, 'had to begin anew. By 
I ,  rvhc~l Sargent B. Child. field supervisor for the HRS, 
visited the hlaryland headquarters in Baltimore, Meyer and 
Radoff had the project \veil under control. Child first called on 
hleyer and Radoff's immediate superior, Emma F. Ward, direc- 
tor of the Baltimore office of the Women's and Professional 
Division of the WPA. 

I t  is cli~ite a tliffcrer~t experience to \valk in Dr. Ward's office and find 
such glo\\.ing praise for the Project and its directors than the feeling I 
had t\\.o nlonths ago when the Roman candles were going off. 1 tried 
very hard to get some information which might not be quite as 
favorable but failed. Dr. Ward is delighted with the way Meyer has 
brought order out of chaos and she said chat she had a very meager 
idea of the real importance of the project until Meyer took 
hold. Radoff comes in for an equal amount of praise. . . . 3 

hlthougll distressed by the lack of progress on the project under 
the previous regime, Child \\.as enthusiastic about what Meyer 
and Radoff had already accomplished and about the prospects 
for the fi~ture. 

I deeply regret to report that the field work done by the Survey before 
Meyer and Radoff took charge had proven to be valueless. I t  has ' 
been discovered that a resurvev can be co~lducted far more accurately 
and ssifrly than a checking of the old HR forms. Already the follow- 
ing coitl~tics have bccn co~nplctcd starting at scratch: Alleginy, Wash- 
ington, Garrett, Frederick, hlontgomery and Howard. The church 
I-ecords are not quite complete in these counties but the county and 
to\vn records, with one exception, have been completed and 
checked. Added to the above, we can report three-fourths completion 
of the county records in Carroll and St. Mary's Counties, one-half 
complctioli in Baltimore atid I:ccil Coi~rlties, and one-fourth comple- 
t ion i l l  Calvcrt and Charles Counties. Harford and Anne Arundel, 
\vhicli \\.ere completed under the [former director], will have to be 
tackled anew, htr at the rate which the \vorkers are hitting now we can 
orily stand back and cheer with full knowledge that a cracker-jack job is 
being done. One man, a Dr. Laing, has come in this n~orning for the 
first time from the field. He has conlpleted Allegany County and has 
done perfect work. The boys [Meyer and Radoff] have nailed him 

* Walter F. Mcyer to 1,uther H .  Eva~is. Frbruary 4 ,  1937. Box 138, WPA, HRS. RG 69. 
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and are going to use him to check o h e r  county records and to d o  a 
cer-tail] a ~ r ~ o u  nt of legal rcscar-ch. Forti~crl y he was at] irisurar~ce niarl 
and after having him join its at lurlch today I concur with the bclicf of 
the office hcrc that he is an outstanding worker.' 

Over the next five years, the purview of the Maryland HRS 
was expanded to encompass the church records noted by Child, 
completion of the Federal Archives Inventory, participation in 
the American Imprints Iilventory, and calendaring of 
manuscripts. In order to wvrite historical introductions, the 
editorial staff discovered it was necessary to channel some 
of their energy into abstracting laws relating to the creation 
of records, and ultimately 9,000 typescript pages were 
produced. In  the field, the survey rvorkers often found it 
i imperative that records be cleaned, collected, and arranged 
before they were in any shape to be inventoried. Yet, the 
Maryland Historical Recol-ds Survey more than justified Child's 
opt i l n i s ~ n . ~  

I n  February 1940, two ).ears before the premature demise of 
the HRS, in a report to the central office, Meyer summarized the 
long and impressive list of accomplishments of the Maryland 
project. O n  the survey of county and town records. five in- 
ventories had been published. Four were in the process of 
being published, and four more had their fieldwork 
completed. Meyer predicted that in six months time the field 
work would be finished in Baltimore City and  in nine additional 
counties. Of  a total of twenty-three counties, there was only 
one (Kent) for which "no considerable amount of work" had 
been done? 

T h e  inventory of church records was also well in hand by 
1940, with 70 percent of h e  w. n , o o o  churches a n d  chapels in 
the state completed. Meyer was proud of the effort and com- 
mented that he found it interesting "that our  files list more 
church units than directories or  official lists hitherto published, 
indicating that we are doing a more thorough job than even the 
official denominational organizations have done."' 

In  July 1938, the Maryland HRS began contributing to the 
American Imprints Inventory. By February 1940, 26 percent 
of the libraries in the state had been surveyed, resulting in the 
identification of I 05,474 volumes for which 65,434 cards were 
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typed and sent to Chicago for i~icorpo~-iitio~i in the national 
i l l v e ~ ~ t o r ~ . ~  

~ e ~ i l i , ' i i n ~  it1 October I 938, the Inventory of Fedc~.;il Archives 
also beca~ne part of the HRS, and by February 1q4o. twelve of 
the originally projected seventeen volumes had been published 
for hlaryland, of t\41ich half hati bee11 cotnpleted by hleyer and 
his staff. The remaining five volumes existed in typescript and 
had bee11 forwarded to Washington." 

Perhaps the least successful activity of the Maryland HRS was 
the manuscript repository survey, which by 1g4o had been 
sidetracked into a time-consuming calendar of only one collec- 
tion of the Maryland Historical Society instead of a decidedly 
more useful guide to manuscript  holding^.'^ For a variety of 
reasons, includi~ig the apparent resistance of the Society, a 
catalog of the collectio~ls in the society's possession was never 
undertaken by the HRS, and the public was left without one 
until the appearance in 1968 of the'excellent Cuidr compiled by 
Avril Pedley. 

At  most, joo people rvorked on the Maryland HRS between 
1936 and 1942, although the personnel turnover was extl-emely 
high because it was designed to be temporary relief work with a 
prohi bition against anyone being supported for more t ha11 eigh- 
teen contirluous months. Of the 344 people e~nployed between 
February 1936 and February 1940, 58 percent worked six 
months or jess, 74 percent worked one year or less. and 93 
percent tvorked two years or  less. Taking into account the first 
ten months of wasted effort, but ignoring the time necessarily 
taken tip in training iieiv personnel, the impressive list of ac- 
complish~ne~lts reported by Meyer in February 1940 resulted 
from the labor of a staff roughly equivalent to 77 full-time 
employees. About 2 0  percent of this labor was devoted to 
essentially bibliographical nonarchival work on the American 
Impri~lts survey, a proportion that apparently did not change 
during the remainder of the project, although the average 
full-time employee equivalent declined to 38. In other words. 

' Ibid., p. 24. 
' Ibid., p. 1 4 .  In contrast to the HRS. most o f  he  Sunvs r fFdrra l  Arrht1:es (SFA) 
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\\.liile there were. 011 the average, the equivalent o f  61 people 
rmployed fi1I1-titile on all aspects of the X,l;irvlat~d Histol-ical Rec- 
ords Su 1-vey during its six[,-five productile months, o~i ly  48 
n-cre cngagcd i t1  n~.chival or archival I-elated activities. But 
\\.hether it tvas 61 o r  48 i t  was a labor force allocated to archival 
\\pork utiparalleled at any tinie before or  since in the state's 
history. To duplicate it today rvould cost bet\rleen $65 i ,968 and 
$513,024 annually, and it is urllikely that such fu~;ds will be 
forthcornitig for a similar sized full-time staff any time in the 
near future.'* 

But, although desirable, such a conce~~lrnted effort Itlay not be 
t~ecessal-y. I n  the course of six years, all of the then-extant 
county records in the United States were surveyed and described 
according to HRS standards. Assulni~ig that the records could 
be transferred to all archives where they would not be disturbed 
csccpt under the sul~cr\,ision of trailled ;irchivists, a situation 
thirt u~l lOrtut~a~ely did 1101 prevail aftel- the ficlcl work was 
con~pleted on the HRS, the process of records descriptiorr could 
be conducted oti a reduced scale by a smaller staff than that 
employed by the HRS. For example, in Maryland a full-time 
staff of seven devoted to I-ecord description in the HRS mode 
rroilld take thirty-seven years to d o  what the equivalent of 
forty-eigh t people accom plislled ill sixt y-five months. Perhaps 
thirty-seven years is iiot an  a~.cliivist's dream, but it does repre- 
sent an achievable goal if persistently pursued.I3 

I f  funds for a large ina-ease in  full-time staffing of most state 
,archives are  riot likely sooli, the HRS set another successful 
example deserving careful scrutitiy. As the filial report on the 
Maryland HRS explaitled, the project's greatest technical accom- 
plishment was the 

demonstratiou of the ability of irlexperie~lced and untrained workers, 
under careful supervision, t o  accomplish worthwhile results. Contrary 
to the judgment and accepted sralidards of experts in the field of 
history and a]-chives, pcrsons not previously familiar with such tasks 
were able t o  execute \vork in ihcse fields ill such a mantlcr that. the 
restilts exceeded the  sponsors' fondest hopes. Without sacrifice of any 
of the high standards which had become traditional with the archivist, 
more was accomplished during t hc six years of  life of this project than 
in all the previous years of the t~ation's existencc.I4 

" This cstimate is bawd upon data found in \%'PA, HRS. RC 69. NA, boxes 5 I ,  52, 
138. arid 160; WPA, Historical and Cultural Rccortis Surveys (HCRS). "Alabama- 
Michigan," Box I I, RG 69, NA; and current salary scales at the Maryland Hall of 
Records. 
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Under the clii-eclion of a krv rvell-trait~ecl pl-ofcssio~~al archivists, 
snialler, but si~iiilarly utlskillccl rvorkforces composed of stu- 
dents, houser\.ivcs, and others interested i ~ i  part-timc emplov- 
melit, could acconiplish o r  al-chival rvork, assuming it  rvas 
modeled on the exaniples and procedures of the HRS. 

But even if the priticiple of using part-time help to acconiplish 
archival goals does not prove feasible, there are at least trvo 
tangible rvavs in which the heritage of the HRS can be rvell 
utilized by archivists iiow and in the future. The  first is con- 
cerned with archival theory and procedure; the second rvith a 
practical application of surviving HRS fornis. 

The  HRS bequeathed a method of record description and 
editorial co~ltrol rvhich is easily discerned from central office 
records and published matiuals of instruction and which care- 
fully observed three fundamental archival principles: 
determining the nature and origin of existing records, establish- 
ing the reasons for their creation, and reconstructing as far as 
possible any series in which the records in question may have 
been a part. Sonietinies this nieant physicallv cleaning, rearrang- 
ing, and sorting records i ~ i  courthouse st;rage areas so as to 
facilitate the process of description. So~iietitnes i t  si~iiply meant 
leaving the records where they were found and attempting to 
bring intellectual control over series a n d  apparently miscellane- 
ous items by sorti~ig together slips of paper with record descrip- 
tions on them, a task that today can be automated. Field 
workers were guided by a masterfill set of instructions and 
simple but comprehensive survey fol-ms. Their rcork \\.as 
checked and rechecked by field stlpervisors and editors rvho had 
thoroughly grounded theniselves in the history of the agencies 
that generated the records. Once the fieldwork was completed, 
summaries of the inventory sheets were written in a format 
prescribed by the HRS central office. These were then organized 
by the office that at the time of the sunrey had jurisdiction or  
control over the records described, and  a brief sketch of the 
office usas written. I n  addition, essays illustrated with maps, 
charts, and floor plans \sfere composed on the history of the 
county, on  its governmental organization and records system. 
and on the housi~ig, care, and accessibility o f  the records. When 
the guide \\.as finished and assembled it1 manuscript form it  \\.as 
sent to the central office for approval. There it was give11 a 
thorough review, and often additio~wl work had to be do1le 
before pet-tiiission wou Id be granted for pu blication. I "  

'' For exan~plc. scr editorial corrcspol~denct- in Box 160. WPA. HRS. RG 69, NA 



,4111plc rvi<let~c.c. o f  thc clualitv of+ the \vork cto~le OII  thr HKS 
C;~II  I c ~ v e  o I p e ~ s  f t i  I i s  c I i s  I I less 
1-cadil\ nccessit~lc arc the inst ~ - u c t i o ~ ~ s  that \\.c~.c. gi\*ell to 
ficltl\<,~.hc~-s, supcrviso~.~. ;lntl ctlito~.s \\.o~.king o thC statr 
prc?jccts. 111 thcil- tilost co~~lp lc te  fol-~n tliev are to be fi)u~ld in  
11'. P A .  Toch tli(.nl S o i * r  R(s*son trlr n ,rd R~ror(1.s (:i,.rtr 10,- .\'o. 5 ,  I'ollosr 
1, pi~blisllcd i l l  hl;~y I!)4 I .  Its PI-cfiice espl;li~ls t l i i l l  llle circi11;11. 
"is based otl 11101-c tliatl fo111- veal-S' expel-ic~lce o C  11isto1-iral 
records survey projects. I t  I-eflects the thought of ninny ar- 
chivists and  sun.ey \t,orkers r\ehicli \\.as focussed ori the pn)l)le~lls 
of preparing archival guides under tlle leadership of Dl.. Luther 
H. E\,;i~ls. who lau~iched tlle PI-ogra111 i l l  103 j a11d se~-ved as its 
National Di~-ectol- until hiat-ch I 940." ~ o h ~ o s e d  of i gg easily 
updated looseleaf pages, ~ i r c u l i r  No. j is much too lotlg to 
su111ma1-ize adequately here, but notlli~ig else i n  print offers the 
training in archival procedu~-e t hat a caref~11 stud\. of this and 
other H RS pithliratio~,~ listrcl i t ,  t llc ( , ' l r (~k I.;.st rf ~bio, - ir -nl  H(7-o,-d.q 
S I U ~ ~ O Y  P ~ l b k r ~ / i o t ~ ~  can provide. especial,lv if combitlctl ivith ;I 

hllo\\'lcdgc of how the HRS \rorkr(l i l l  i~~-act ice."~ 
Alolig rteir ti the i~dministrative files and published \corks of  the 

HRS. the seco~ld tangible heritage of the HRS is (he ullpublished 
field survey fol-ms and accompiinving historical introduc- 
tions. A recent test of t\vo counties in Mal-yla~ld, So~nerset 
and St. Marys, proved that the H RS fol-111s and i~ltrodilctions 
were of inestimable value in searching out and ide~ltifying re- 
cords. even if they were no lo~iger in the same place the). \\*ere 
when last invetitoried. Both coil~lties r\-e~-e clloseli as sa~nples 
because their HRS surveys are  u~lpublished. T h e  HRS materi- 
als for each county were first carefully examined to detertnille 
what rccords ought t o  be found and t o  learn as niuch as possible 
abou t their characteristics and history. The minimum amount 
of informatio~i found for each coun tv office \\.as thc corn pleted 
WPA forms 12-13HR; the maxi mu^; \teas a summary kcv t o  all 
offices surveyed, histol-ies of the offices and their record' series. 
abstracts of  survey forms at]-itten as c~l t r ies  for publicatio~i, and 
the fornis t hcnlseivcs. 

Aftcr \vorkilig through the HRS files. we ncxt made Xerox 
copies of record descriptions in order t o  illustrate to thi. present 
custodian exactly what we hoped to find. As might be expected. 

Copies of these two publications should be available at all HRS depository libraries, 
but the Hall of Rccords. P.O. Box 828. Annapolis. Md. 2 14cq. will supply a microfilm of 
both. on request. at cost plus niailing. 

l 7  Leonard Rapport has tried to locate all cxtalit uripublished HRS matcrial. lriquirics 
about thcir wereabouts should beBddressed to hini at the National Archives and Records 
Scrvice, Washington. D.C. 204cfi. 



1.eco1.cls i l l  1~1th counties \\.ere n o  lo~lgcr  \vtirre they had been 
\\.hell esarilitled bv the HRS. 111 fact, in Somerset and St. 
1 s .  sotile of the records sought had been t hrorvn together 
into piles o f  ilo discer~lible order. But rvith the HRS descrip- 
riotis in hatid, and some elc~rie~ita~.y sorting, rve easily identified 
most of the I-eco~.cis for ~nicrofilrnit~g o r  removal t o  the Hall of 
Records. 

With the fill11 o r  the records, the HRS descriptions, modified 
;IS required bv loss or changes in conditio~l since iq42, were then 
used i n  the preparation of finding aids, a technique not new to 
the Hall of Records. For illstance, the basic entry information 
i 11 Tltc (:otrtr/v Cotrr/hurrso.r n ~ d  Rl~runCr (4 Mnryla~id ( 1 963), for 
reco~.cls still in the counties, rvas partly derived from the pub- 
lished inventories and the urlpublished H RS foi.nis. 

111 the thirty-trvo years since its demise, the Historical Records 
Survey and its work have gradually been forgotten. 
Uncluestioliably, Inany of the procedures and techniques de- 
veloped have been adapted and are  employed at least in part by 
most ;~rchi\.nl institutions i l l  the country, but the perspective and 
\qisio~l il~licl-e~lt in the ad~nitlistrative st]-ucture created by Luther 
E~pal~s anti Lcpt \liable by rvell-run state pi-ojects, such as that in 
~far \ . lan t l ,  have been obscured. T h e  scarcity of labor and the 
steahily decli~iing number of actively employed archivists trained 
bj7 the HRS are possibly major reasons for  the current lack of 
interest in the accomplishments of the HRS. But it also may be 
that the major premise of the HRS has been forgotten: that 
intellectual co11 trol over histot-ical records, through application 
of n hierarchical model of records description and the most 
rfficie~lt use of available I-rsoul-ces to this e l ~ d ,  is n o  lo~iger the 
ultimate goal of the archival profession. Some indication that 
this may be the case is evident in the iioticeable lack of recent 
comprehensive guides to public records. Even in the era of the 
Public Archives Commission ( 1 go 1-34), more such guides were 
being published anllually than today, and then most of the work 
was done  o n  a voluntary basis with o n e  o r  two contributors in 
each state. ' *  

But whatever the reasons for its past neglect, the HRS is still 
capable of exerting its influence on  a new generation of ar- 
chivists, if they strive to understand how the HRS achieved its 
measure of success. They need only refer to its central office 
files, its manuals of procedure, and,  in those cases where they 
have survived, the completed survey forms. For the revival of a 

For exnrt~ple. sce the Rrporh of the Public Archives Commission in the Atlnual Rrpora 
of the Anleric.nn Historical Association for the years 1y0(+1y22 (Mfashington. D.C.1 
l!)Ol-28). 



gl-cat idea. Ilo\t~ever, tllcl-e 111ust be at least a i ~ l o d i c ~ ~ t ~ l  of 
c o ~ ~ l i n i t ~ ~ l e ~ i t  t o  do the tlccessar-y rcol-k its effective i~llplct~lctlta- 
tion ~ v i l l  entail. We have I~efot-c us the promise of a nettf 
beginning i l l  the National Historic Records Progl-am, but i t  will 
take dedicated people like Evans, Meyel-, and Radoff t o  bring i t  
to fruitior~. 

IY C:harles E. Lec. "P~.cs idc~~~'s  P;rgc: Thc Pl.oposcd N;rtio~l;~l t-Iis~orjc Rcrords I'ro- 
in ..lnic.rimn Arrhi1fi.51 QF, (Jul!/October 1972): 36H-77. 
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